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ABSTRACT

German studies, like Germany itself, is best considered in a continental context.

FULL TEXT

By most accounts, the position of German studies in the American academy is no longer secure. To a large extent, that
is due to reasons beyond the control of individual faculty or departments, including the general crisis faced by the
humanities and the diminished importance in the eyes of the public of literary criticism, a vital part of the study of a
language and its culture. Add to that the corporatization of higher education, with its focus on the bottom line, the
shifting enrollments in languages over the past two decades, and the waning significance of the nation-state as a model
for political and economic interaction, and you have a mixture that has led to the marginalization of a field of study that
used to be a prominent player in the liberal-arts curriculum.

While there is no reason to panic, the reduced stature of German programs has been signaled by a number of discrete
events. In recent years, the University of Southern California closed its German department, the University of Iowa
suspended its Ph.D. program, Washington State University terminated its major, and many other institutions have made
less or unpublicized cuts, reductions, and mergers. The recent suspension of undergraduate admissions to programs in
classics, French, Italian, and Russian at the State University of New York at Albany shows that German is not alone in
this predicament. That is hardly a comfort.

In America, the academic study of German has evolved in a roller-coaster fashion, from its beginning in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries to its government-ordered decline during and after World War I, to its returning influence in the
1940s and 50s following the influx of German-Jewish émigrés who led the field to its postwar prominence, its
continued growth through the 1960s and 70s in the wake of the Sputnik shock and the passage of the National Defense
Education Act, and then its decline following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the end of the cold war. In terms of
raw numbers, enrollments have increased again slightly since 2002, according to a 2010 study by the Modern Language
Association. However, that upward trend does not reflect the growing number of college students over all, nor the
decrease in bachelor's and doctoral degrees awarded in German.

When German language and literature departments moved toward the German-studies model in the early 1970s,
incorporating such new areas as women's studies, critical theory, cultural studies, and postcolonial studies, they did so
to advertise interdisciplinary breadth and broaden the significance of the study of things German within academe.
While many of the resulting changes have been productive, especially integrating German into discussions of literary
and cultural theory and linking it to other fields, the new model has also resulted in a fundamental conflict. For the very
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thing that energized German also undermined its disciplinary identity, leading to considerable disorientation about, for
example, the preparation of graduate students, the evaluation of scholarship that draws on research outside the
discipline, and the relevance and legitimacy-the distinctiveness-of what we have to offer a curriculum for a global era.

In addition, and perhaps more to the point: There is much that German departments do at the undergraduate level-like
instruction in German language and contemporary culture-that simply does not fit very clearly within the
German-studies model. Before emerging into that intoxicating realm of interdisciplinarity, students need to gain
proficiency in German to make sense of an explosively productive and ever-changing German culture.

Such considerations have long been the subject of debate within German-studies departments, whose members are
trying to meet competing demands. We are told to "make a case for German" within an institutional context that
ritually intones "global education" (while offering very limited, and indeed decreasing, resources to pursue its aims). At
times, it seems like we are stuck on a hamster wheel. Yet it no longer suffices to talk to ourselves about the future of
German studies. The future is now.

Provosts and deans have responded to the larger transformation of language and literature departments by cutting
programs and creating new entities like schools or colleges of language, literature, and culture. Those are usually
composed of departments or programs that have either become too unwieldy or too small to exist independently, or
simply have no place else to go. While ostensibly a response to the changing intellectual landscape, the new
arrangements are often merely pragmatic in nature. They are meant to save money, but they are equally the result of
indecision: By lumping programs together, administrators do not have to elevate one cultural tradition over another and
can turn the competition for scarce resources into an inter-necine battle among the unit's programs.

Clearly, we need a new model.

We propose a configuration called "transnational European studies," a program combining existing departments that
focus on Europe whose shared intellectual goals could lead to meaningful interaction on an inter-disciplinary level.
Compared with the generic "language, literature, and culture" model, such programs would be well-defined in their
focus, yet reach beyond the limitations of individual units. Taking in social-scientific as well as humanistic approaches
to European culture, the transnational study of Europe would allow us to account academically for the political, social,
and cultural reality of its countries, including the bilingual or multilingual backgrounds of artists, writers, and leading
cultural figures who migrate within and between European cultures. In its systematic form, transnational study could
also focus on the multicultural background of current and future students in American higher education, as well as the
transnational character of U.S.-European relations. In that sense, it would include critical approaches to a Euro-centered
vision of the globe and be open to the exploration of transnational linkages beyond Europe.

Each institution could decide which spe-cific countries would be a part of the new European studies-with, it is to be
hoped, more-productive conversations than we have seen in the past over how to merge only superficially related
programs in a hodgepodge manner. No doubt some flexibility would have to be built into any new configuration,
especially with regard to Spanish-so dominant in the American foreign-language curriculum because of the large
number of native speakers in the United States. Yet it is not difficult to conceive of structures that would allow Spanish
programs to remain independent, while at the same time making contributions to the transnational study of Europe.

Detractors might object that our proposal violates the cardinal principle of institutional survival: Never, ever freely give
up your depart-mental status. Fight mergers of any kind to the death. There are other objections, to be sure. For
example, does not a confederation of programs under the banner of transnational European studies simply defer the
fight for scarce resources? Perhaps, but there will be structural incentives for collaboration. Moreover, Germany's rich
cultural heritage-literary, philosophical, musical, ecological, scientific-will thrive, just as Germany does now within the
European Union. Paradoxically, German culture can be highlighted more emphatically when embedded in a European
context.
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Just like for Germany itself, for most of us in German studies, the future may well lie in European integration. Placing
German studies under the umbrella of transnational European studies would have the advantage of communicating the
significance of the country we study in a manner that is not narrowly chauvinistic. Even as the economic and
demographic importance of other areas of the world (notably Asia) increases, the importance of Europe for America,
and American academic institutions, is not going to be hard to justify. That could hardly be clearer than now, when the
European Union, led by Germany and France, is thought to influence the economic prospects of not just Europe but
America as well. And that kind of public focus is precisely what we need today: Along with carefully considered
individual mission statements, we urgently need an easily recognizable moniker that will convey our importance-indeed
our indispensability-to the larger academic community and the broader public. Popular culture and the news bring home
the importance of Europe to parents and students every day. Let's draw on that.

Ultimately, moving toward transnational European studies could mean taking the next step in a direction that German
studies has already taken, namely toward greater academic integration with other areas of study. That step is more
about pragmatic strategy than philosophical consensus, for it does not require us to settle the rich and continuing debate
on what German studies actually is or will become. We do not presume to answer that question definitively. What we
do advocate, however, is identifying a modus operandi that will ensure that German culture will be strongly
represented in American universities in the next half-century. The short answer, we submit, is Europe.
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